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Abstract

Divorce is something that is, unfortunately, becoming a commonality for a lot of children, and
due to the complexity of divorce, many children struggle when trying to understand divorce and
how it affects them. Some effects of divorce are various emotional and behavioral issues such as
increased anger and decreased emotion regulation. Social, health, and academic concerns were
also found. Counseling interventions like narrative therapy, emotion-focused family therapy,
emotion-focused therapy, and play therapy were found to be effective with this population
(Hirschfeld & Wittenborn, 2016, Thomas & Gibbons, 2009). The identified interventions
provide peer-based social support, education on the misconceptions of divorce to help
understand it, teach problem-solving skills, emotion regulation, and enhance a youth’s positive
regard for themselves and others (Kress et al., 2019). The Children of Divorce Parents Group
aims to help reduce the effects of divorce, specifically focusing on the behavioral and emotional
issues associated with divorce. This group curriculum is ten weeks in length and meets for an
hour each session. Emotion- Focused Therapy and Cognitive Behavioral Therapy is provided to
help the members recognize their emotions and misconceptions of divorce. Other interventions
will include peer-based social support, teach problem-solving skills, and emotion regulation.
Keywords: adolescents, divorce, emotional regulation,
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Introduction
With the divorce rate being near fifty percent (Amato, 2010), a counselor will likely have
a client going through a divorce. It can be an especially difficult time for the divorcing couple's
children. Divorce is a challenging concept for youth to understand since they lack the cognitive
and developmental skills necessary to understand the complexity of divorce and because children
have difficulty expressing their emotions (Hirschfeld & Wittenborn, 2016). Divorce can have
significant effects on a child and their development due to it being a significant period of growth
in development. Research in the last decade focused more on the separation over the divorce and
showed association with lower levels of well-being among children (Amato, 2010). Some of the
major effects found through research are various emotional and behavioral issues such as an
increase in anger, a decrease in resiliency, an increase in rejection sensitivity, and a decrease in
emotion regulation. Social, health, and academic concerns were also found (Amato, 2010).
There can also be a significant amount of grief that comes along with the changing family
structure that children may find it hard to navigate. The grief can play a big part in the effects of
divorce and should be addressed in counseling. Discussing how to make and set clear boundaries
and good communication can help make this navigation easier. This can also reduce the conflict
that is common in blended families (Ferow, 2019).
Common elements of evidence-based interventions include providing peer-based social
support, education on the misconceptions of divorce, teaching problem-solving skills, emotion
regulation, and enhancing a youth’s positive regard for themselves and others (Kress et al.,
2019). Wolchik et al. (2002) found that participating in a preventative program in any way leads
to a decrease in externalizing problems, diagnosis of a mental health disorder, substance use, and
risky sexual behaviors. Groups have been found to be effective when working with children of
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divorce (Rose, 2009). Rose (2009) found that groups for divorce have three major advantages
and found an improvement in problem-focused coping and self-esteem, decreases in antisocial
behavior, anxiety, and substance use when children participate in a support group for divorce.
The Children of Divorce Parents Group discussed in this paper aims to help reduce the
effects of divorce, specifically focusing on the behavioral and emotional issues associated with
divorce. This will be a ten-week group that meets for an hour and uses EFT and CBT to help the
members recognize their emotions and misconceptions of divorce. It will also provide peer-based
social support, teach problem-solving skills, and emotion regulation. Self-esteem and negative
thinking will also be briefly addressed. This group is meant for upper elementary students whose
parents have separated or divorced.

5

Literature Review
Counseling Children of Divorced Parents
Impact of Divorce
According to Goisis, Özcan, and Van Kerm (2019), a range of psychological and physical
symptoms have been found in children of divorce. These symptoms can include weight gain,
poorer academic outcomes, emotional issues like depression and mood swings, and can also lead
to behavioral issues. Physical symptoms can depend on the timing of separation, if the child is
going through the pre-separation or post-separation, and the pace at which the child is
experiencing socio-emotional problems due to the parents' separation. They can also present as
signs of psychological issues.
Goisis et al. (2019) conducted a longitudinal study on the effects of divorce and children's
Body Mass Index (BMI). It was found that parental separation was associated with increases in
children's BMI and their risk of overweight/obesity and was stronger among children whose
parents separated before turning six. This association was found by five survey waves that
involved a range of data about the family environment, child health, and development collected
at ages three, five, seven, eleven, and fourteen. The researchers found an increase in weight a
year before the separation and thirty-six months after the divorce (Goisis et al., 2019). Z-scores
were used to describe the data and found that children of divorce went from 0.2 to 0.23 a year
later and 0.25 thirty-six months later due to the change in family structure, which results in
different rules, roles, and routines that increase levels of stress (Goisis et al., 2019). The
longitudinal approach was practical as it proved that BMI increased at different points in the
divorce process. Limitations include not exploring if multiple family transitions and complex
family trajectories mediate the effects of parental separation, and more detailed data on health

6

behaviors and food consumption is required (Goisis et al., 2019). To identify a distinct effect of
time since separation, they assumed away any other specific time effects, but an assumption
cannot be tested, and lastly, the results likely underestimate the full effect of separation on health
(Goisis et al., 2019).
Behavioral problems seemed to increase during a parents' separation and were an issue
that lingered into adulthood, if not addressed. Amato and Cheadle (2008) conducted a study that
looked at the link between parents' marital conflict, divorce, and children's behavior problems
through the three different models of how parental conflict affects a child's behavior, the
standard family environmental model, the passive genetic model, and the child's effects model.
Models of Parental Conflict Effect
The Standard Family Environmental Model assumes that the parents' marriage quality
and stability increase the probability of children developing psychological symptoms. Exposure
to marital conflict is the best predictor of adverse outcomes from a divorce and is more
associated with these effects than divorce (Kress et al., 2019).
According to Amato and Cheadle (2008), there are several reasons why a child might be
affected by marital conflict. Children are found to react to interparental conflict with fear, anger,
or the inhibition of normal behavior. This conflict tends to bleed over into the parent's
relationship with their child resulting in harsher punishments and increased parent-child conflict.
Additionally, divorce is a series of events that the child might find stressful. Conflict also
tends to breed conflict. Through being exposed to their parents’ marital conflict, children pick up
these behaviors and learn to solve their disagreements through violence or conflict. van Dijk, van
der Valk, Deković, and Branje (2020) also found that hostile parenting strongly related to
children internalizing problems compared to children that had not experienced their parents’
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marital conflict. They also found that negative interactions between parents can increase the risk
of post-divorce adjustment for children, which increases the severity and duration of the effects
of the divorce on the child (van Dijk et al., 2020).
The Passive Genetic Model states that personality traits have a vital genetic component to
them. There is a direct path between these genetic predispositions towards personality traits. This
means that parents' marital distress and children's behavior problems are positively correlated.
However, because parents are not the only ones to contribute to a child’s environment, the
observed correlation between parents and children's behavior tends to bed grossly overestimated
(Amato & Cheadle, 2008). Due to the gross overestimation, it is not the most reliable explanation
of a child's behavioral problems in the event of parental divorce.
Another model that helps explain the link between parents' marital conflict, divorce, and
children's behavior problems is the Child's Effect Model. This model suggests the connection
between parental conflict and a child's behavioral issues being due to the causal effect of children
on parents, meaning that a child can affect their parents' behavior. Within this model is the idea
of an evocative genetic model, which assumes children's temperaments, based on genetic
predispositions, can evoke certain behaviors from the child's parents, and this can cause the
conflict that leads to divorce (Amato & Cheadle, 2008).
The study conducted by Amato and Cheadle (2008) aimed to find the model that best
explains why there is an increase in behavioral issues during parental separation. They did this
by conducting interviews with parents about their children and included parents with adopted
children to either rule out or prove the passive genetic model. These questions focused on the
conflict between the child and the parent, the parents, or between the child and others. They
conducted the same interview five to seven years later to collect longitudinal data and then used
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a cross-sectional approach to conduct the analysis. The longitudinal data allows the evaluation of
the effect of conflict on children over a more extended period and the cross-sectional method
was used to estimate the effect conflict had. Both proved effective. The results found adopted
children scored about one-half of a standard deviation higher than did biological children on the
behavior problems measure, while biological children with divorced parents scored more than 40
percent of a standard deviation higher than children with two continuously married parents
(Amato & Cheadle, 2008). Results indicated that adopted children with divorced parents scored
more than three-fourths of a standard deviation higher than did adopted children with
continuously married parents (Amato & Cheadle, 2008). This caused the effect size of divorce to
appear larger in adopted children than for biological children (Amato & Cheadle, 2008). It is
clear from the results that, regardless of being adopted, children experiencing parental separation
or divorce are at a much higher risk for behavioral and emotional issues than those living with
continuously married parents. Existing behavioral problems were shown to have a low impact on
the decision to divorce as it was not significant enough to value (Amato & Cheadle, 2008).
Due to this and that adopted children were found to have a higher occurrence of
behavioral issues related to divorce, the standard family environmental model proved to be the
most effective. Limitations to this study include the small number of adoptive children compared
to biological children, and gene-by-environment interactions were not examined. (Amato &
Cheadle, 2008).
Resilience and Rejection Sensitivity and Divorce
Resilience and rejection sensitivity are factors found to affect how divorce could impact a
child. Rejection sensitivity is a crucial mediator for many mental disorders, insecure attachment
styles, and the effects of divorce (Schaan & Vögele, 2016). Resilience is a protective factor
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against mental health disorders, along with coping skills, and positive reinforcement. Schaan and
Vögele (2016) found higher scores on the German version of the Childhood Trauma
Questionnaire along with an increase of rejection sensitivity and reduced resilience in children of
divorced parents compared with those of non-divorced parents. The values found were 8.03 for
those who had experienced divorce and 6.59 for those who had not on the Childhood Trauma
Questionnaire, and 11.35 and 9.86 when testing for rejection sensitivity (Schaan & Vögele,
2016). These values were found through cross-sectional data gathering consisting of
questionnaires. The cross-sectional approach was appropriate to prove the study's hypothesis,
which was that resilience and rejection sensitivity could be a mediating role for psychological
factors. This study's results suggest that the effects of divorce can be lower if the child has a high
rate of resiliency due to the protective nature of resilience and that the level of rejection
sensitivity is higher for those who have experienced a divorce. However, a limitation of this
study is the more female-dominated participant group, which lowers this study's generality and
selection bias (Schaan & Vögele, 2016).
Grief and Divorce
Grief must also be considered when addressing the effects of divorce. It may not be the
typical type of grief that one might think of when a loved one is lost, but in many ways, a child
views divorce as a significant loss and experiences grief. Relationships are changed and added
throughout the process of a divorce. There is almost always less time spent with the other parent,
which can lead to the feeling of a loss of relationship with a parent. Grief can play out in many
ways and is different for each person that experiences it. The grief felt during a divorce can be
expressed as excessive guilt, believing that if they had behaved differently, their parents would
not have divorced (Ferow, 2019). It can also be shown as excessive clinginess towards a
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caregiver (Ferow, 2019). Other effects of grief are an increase in aggression, regression in
developmental age, and a higher risk of engaging in risky behaviors like substance abuse (Ferow,
2019). Unsatisfactory academic performance is also a common effect of grief as children become
more withdrawn, anxious, and experience a lack of motivation.
Children's Emotion Regulation and Divorce
Emotion regulation can also be hindered during the process of divorce. A child's
emotional regulation ability is directly connected to their sense of security within the family, so
when there are discorded co-parent relationships, a child's emotional security is threatened,
causing an increase in poor emotion regulation (DeAnda et al., 2020). If a child cannot regulate
their emotions, they can have trouble naming and expressing their emotions which can lead to
violent outbursts towards others. The inability to regulate emotion can also increase the chances
of a child internalizing and externalizing their problems. DeAnda et al. (2020) found that
children of divorce were affected by their mother's separation distress, which leads to a higher
internalizing and externalizing of issues. A 0.13-point increase in a child's internalizing
behaviors and a 0.20-point increase in a child's externalizing behaviors making the values 0.05
and 0.04, respectively, were found (DeAnda et al., 2020). The results were found through
structured interviews with a baseline created at the first interview. The interview was conducted
again at a year and two years with a twelve-minute observation video of the interactions between
mother and child recorded. A longitudinal design approach provided long-term effects of a
mother's distress towards their separation. DeAnda et al. (2020) found that a child’s internalizing
and externalizing behaviors increased, proving their hypothesis that a mother's distress can
increase a child's behavioral issues. These results, however, cannot be generalized and the study
did not factor in children that potentially already had a predisposition towards behavioral issues.
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Effective Counseling Interventions
According to Kress et al. (2019), the effects of divorce can be detrimental to a child's
development that can lead to long-lasting impacts, and the best way to mitigate this is through
early counseling interventions. Commonalities of effective interventions include peer-based
social support, education on the misconceptions of divorce to promote a better understanding of
it, teaching problem-solving skills, emotion regulation, and enhancing a youth's positive regard
for themselves and others. An essential factor that counselors must consider when choosing
interventions for children of divorce is their development stage. Talk therapy would not be a
conducive intervention for change as children have difficulty explaining their emotions or even
recognizing them. Children also have difficulty sitting in one place for an extended period, so
allowing them to play or fidget with something and limiting the time of the session can create a
more effective counseling session. A child's level of trust is also lower than an adult’s, so
creating a counseling relationship will take longer and require more work (Kress et al., 2019).
Common interventions that work well with children of divorce include developing coping skills
to deal with the stress of divorce, increasing positive parenting to negate the effects of parental
conflict, and reframing the negative thoughts that tend to invade a youth's thoughts during the
process of divorce (Kress et al., 2019).
Play therapy was also found to be an excellent way to help children of divorce due to its
inclusivity of a child's developmental stage as children tend to convey emotions through their
world of imaginary play (Hirschfeld & Wittenborn, 2016). This type of therapeutic intervention
allows children to understand their change of environment better, will enable children to revisit
past events and complex topics, express their emotions through play, and encourages them to
express their vulnerable feelings and act out problems in a playful and trustworthy manner
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(Hirschfeld & Wittenborn, 2016). Play therapy also provides the framework to help build an
effective counseling relationship as it allows the counselor to be on the child's level and play
with them and gives the adult in the relationship the opportunity to connect with children on their
level. It also allows the adult to see things from a child's point of view. When done correctly and
is tailored to the child’s development level, play therapy can act as an excellent road map for
successful therapeutic intervention (Chafe, 2016). With its broad range of theoretical approaches
and its multitude of techniques, play therapy provides a rich source of possible interventions for
the therapist to draw from (Chafe, 2016).
According to Hirschfeld and Wittenborn (2016), Emotion-focused family therapy (EFFT)
was found to be an effective intervention when working with children. Emotion-focused family
therapy is used to restructure a family's attachment bonds by creating more open communication
with emotions. Familial bonds are strained during the divorce process, especially with the parent
with whom the child does not live with, and with this hit to the bonds in the family, emotion
regulation can also lessen. Poor emotion regulation can be attributed to the stress of the divorce
and the conflict that children might witness leading up to and during the divorce. Restructuring
the family bonds is a great way to help children better understand these new roles that they and
their parents might play now and increase a child's ability to regulate their emotions. The
underlying assumption of emotion-focused therapy is that the connection between parents and
children is vital to their health. This connection sets the standards for other relationships, and
children base their other relationships on their relationship with their parents (Hirschfeld &
Wittenborn, 2016).
Hirschfeld & Wittenborn (2016) found emotion-focused family therapy worked well with
divorced families because of the encouragement to talk about their feelings and helping them
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figure out their emotions and how to cope with them. It also worked well with children who have
an increased need for emotional connection with their caregivers, which can be the case in
children of divorce. This intervention allows each family member to address any attachment
issues from the divorce as well. One setback of this intervention is that children do not always
have the cognitive ability to participate in emotion-focused family therapy fully, so play therapy
should be combined with EFFT (Hirschfeld & Wittenborn, 2016).
Hirschfeld and Wittenborn (2016) also found that Emotion-focused therapy (EFT) with
the child alone is also an intervention appropriate for this population. Like with EFFT, this
intervention would allow children to explore their emotions towards their parent's divorce in a
safe manner and help children better recognize these emotions. Knowing can be a powerful start
to a child learning how to cope with intense emotions they might be feeling. These fierce
feelings towards a parent's divorce seem to be a significant reason for the behavioral effects seen
in children of divorce. By learning early on where these intense feelings are coming from and
how to deal with them, it might be possible to prevent the effects of divorce. If not preventive, it
would at least be effective in reducing the effects. Individual EFT would be more effective with
the adolescent population as they do not always want their parents to know how they feel or just
how much they might be struggling with the divorce. They are trying to gain more independence
during this development stage and would most likely not be fully honest with a counselor if their
parents were in the room with them. This intervention would also have the identical drawback as
EFFT, where it might not be the most appropriate with children due to their cognitive
development (Hirschfeld & Wittenborn, 2016).
Another intervention that showed promising results was narrative therapy. Narrative
therapy comes from the thought that the child is the expert in their life and focuses on helping the
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child create and understand their own story. The counselor helps the child organize their
thoughts or story, create meaning in their story, and help children understand the implications of
their story. Approaching counseling from this perspective gives a purpose for the events we
might not be able to explain or understand and provides a framework for understanding the past,
and planning for the future (Thomas & Gibbons, 2009). Counselors also help children reevaluate
the meanings children might have in relation to an event. This can be especially important when
assisting children in understanding their parent's divorce as they hold a lot of guilt towards the
divorce and feel like it is their fault their parents divorced. Narrative therapy can help children
find different perspectives on the divorce that can be more beneficial when they are able to
deconstruct their story with a counselor and help create more positive patterns and themes during
the construction phase (Thomas & Gibbons, 2009). This deconstructing and reconstructing
pattern is what makes narrative therapy especially well-suited to dealing with academic
problems. It helps students recognize that their patterns are not working in regard to school and
allows them to explore different patterns that could be more effective.
Narrative therapy is especially appropriate for adolescents as they crave more autonomy
which narrative therapy gives by letting the adolescent be the expert in their own story. It can
also lead to an increase in the feeling of having more control in their lives, which tends to be
absent in divorce. They also believe their thoughts, beliefs, and feelings are more accurate than
someone else's interpretations and have a sensitivity to criticism because of this (Thomas &
Gibbons, 2009). This can be avoided in narrative therapy by allowing them to narrate themself
and creating an atmosphere of trust and respect (Thomas & Gibbons, 2009).
With the increase in anger reported by Amato (2010), CBT can be an effective way to
reduce anger. According to LeCroy (2008), Cognitive Behavioral Therapy can be very effective
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in working with anger in children. It can help children better understand what causes them to get
angry and how they can control their anger and other emotions. This can be done through
mindfulness, explaining the Cognitive Behavioral Triangle which discuss how our thought can
affect how we feel and how we feel can affect the way we act, and through helping them
challenge their thoughts that lead to anger (LeCroy, 2008). CBT is also effective in challenging
an individual’s negative regards towards themselves, which can be increased in children of
divorce, by helping the individual challenge these thoughts to increase their positive regards
towards themselves (LeCroy, 2008). CBT can also help teach children to recognize their
misconceptions of divorce which is a part of what the Children of Divorce Intervention Program
aims to do in their program (LeCroy, 2008).
Preventative Programs
Prevention programs were also found to be a significant factor in reducing the effects of
divorce. Wolchik et al. (2002) found that participating in a preventative program in any way
leads to a decrease in externalizing problems, diagnosis of a mental health disorder, substance
use, and risky sexual behaviors. This study compared two different prevention programs, the
Mother's Program and the Mothers Plus Children Program, against a control that opted not to
participate in the programs. This study found that compared to those in the preventative
programs, a mental health disorder diagnosis was 2.83 times higher (Wolchik et al., 2002).
Regarding externalizing problems, the control group was found to have a mean of 0.14
while the preventive group had a mean of 0.11, and this slight difference was also found with
substance abuse and sexual risk (Wolchik et al., 2002). These findings also proved that the
effects of preventative programs are not just specific to one domain (Wolchik et al., 2002). This
study's longitudinal design was beneficial to this type of research as it allowed for more data to
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be collected, as the participants were assessed at three months, six months, and newsletter and
check-ups were used after that until being assessed at six years. Limitations to this study
included the cost of the programs, the results of reduction of effects varied between the
preventative groups, and there was not a clear answer why (Wolchik et al., 2002). The sample
may have also been biased, which reduces the generalizability of the study, and the study did not
include an attention-placebo control which could have ruled out that the more attention given to
those in the prevention groups is what caused the results (Wolchik et al., 2002). Schaan &
Vögele (2016) also suggested that prevention programs focusing on increasing a child's
resiliency level will help children cope with the divorce, thus decreasing the long-term effects of
divorce.
Groups have been found to be effective when working with children of divorce. Rose
(2009) found groups for divorce have three major advantages. The first reason is the prevalence
of divorce which has caused organizations to be faced with large numbers of children who can
benefit from help. Divorce remains a hazardous transition for children for many reasons, and
groups can help normalizes the divorce experience and provides support. Lastly, divorce is
uncomfortable, and having peers present has been found to make children more comfortable in
discussing issues of divorce (Rose, 2009). Group for divorce have been more common in school
settings and focus on improving self-esteem, knowledge about divorce, coping and social
support-seeking strategies, increase in emotion regulation, and a decrease in behavioral issues
(Rose, 2009). Rose found an improvement in problem-focused coping and self-esteem, decreases
in antisocial behavior, anxiety, and substance use when children participate in a support group
for divorce. Supportive problem-solving groups have been found to improve home and school
adjustment, decrease in divorce-related concerns, and greater social competence (Rose, 2009).
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The Family Styles Project is an 8- to 10-session, school-based intervention for
elementary school children in Grades with an aim to facilitate post-divorce coping, preventing
low self-esteem and aggression. Follow-up with the children found more positive changes and
did better with adjusting than children in a wait-list control condition. After four years, positive
self-perception and self-image, a decrease of depression, internal locus of control, more positive
perception of parents, greater awareness of divorce-related feelings, greater social competence,
and fewer behavior problems were found (Rose, 2009).
The Children of Divorce Intervention Program or CODIP is an excellent example of a
counseling intervention for the effects of divorce. This fifteen-week manual-based program is
used to address the potential issues that can result from divorce by implementing the use of
protective factors in a group format to reduce the youth's stress of divorce, provide a supportive
environment, and teach specific coping skills geared towards mitigating the effects of divorce
(Kress et al., 2019). CODIP has four manuals available to address the different developmental
levels and goes from Kindergarten to 8th (LeCroy, 2008). It is a school-based program. The goal
of the group is to reduce the stress of divorce for children through education on divorce and
teaching coping skills (LeCroy, 2008).
Conclusion
In conclusion, with the complexity of the divorce, children may experience symptoms of
weight gain, poorer academic outcomes, emotional issues like depression and mood swings, and
behavioral issues. Amato and Cheadle (2008) studied the link between a parents' marital conflict,
divorce, and children's behavior problems through the three different models. These models were
the Standard Family Environmental Model, the Passive Genetic Model, and the Child's Effects
Model. These models, with one found to explain behavioral issues best, are described in the next
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section. The standard family environmental model was found to be the best model to explain the
behavioral problems (Amato & Cheadle, 2008). This model assumes that the parents' marriage
quality and stability increase the probability of children developing psychological symptoms
later in life and during the separation (Amato & Cheadle, 2008).
In working with children of divorce, resilience and rejection sensitivity have been found
to be factors that can mediate the effects of divorce. To help build resilience and lessen rejection
sensitivity, self-esteem work should be done when working with this population (Schaan &
Vögele, 2016).
Grief can also look different in children of divorce and can play a part in a child’s
symptoms. This type of grief looks like excessive guilt, believing that if they had behaved
differently, their parents would not have divorced or that they are the cause of their parent's
divorce, and excessive clinginess towards a caregiver (Ferow, 2019). Emotion regulation is also
affected by divorce. A child's emotional regulation ability is connected to their sense of security
within the family, and when there are discorded relationships, emotion regulation is hard for
them. (DeAnda et al., 2020).
Interventions that were found to be effective include peer-based social support, education
on the misconceptions of divorce, teaching problem-solving skills, emotion regulation, and
enhancing a youth's positive regard for themselves and others (Kress, Paylo, & Stargell, 2019).
The Children of Divorce Intervention Program, play therapy, emotion-focused therapy, and
narrative therapy were all found to be effective when working with children of divorce. It is
essential to factor in the child's developmental stage when creating an intervention.
Prevention programs were also found to reduce the effects of divorce (Wolchik et al., 2002).
Groups have been found to be effective when working with children of divorce (Rose, 2009.)
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The Children of Divorce Parents group discussed the next aims to help reduce the
emotional issues and behavioral issues that were found to be common effects of divorce. This
group will also aim to help children of divorce gain a better understanding of the emotions with
EFT to increase their ability to verbalize what they are feeling about their parents' divorce.
Coping skills will also be used to help with increasing their ability to regulate their emotions.
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Group Overview
Type of group:
This will be an open support group for children that have experienced their parent’s
divorce to explore their feelings and grief associated with divorce. It will also be a place to learn
about what can happen during and after a divorce to the family unit and how to adjust to that
family unit.
Purpose:
This group aims to provide children a safe place to feel their emotions surrounding their
parent’s divorce or separation and learn how to adjust to the new family unit through psycheducation and peer support. By the end of this group, participants should be able to express their
feelings towards their parent’s separation clearly, discuss where these feelings might be coming
from, discuss their changing family, and have tools to cope with their strong emotions related to
their parent’s divorce.
Facilitator Qualifications:
The facilitator of this group will be a Licensed Professional Counselor who has graduated from a
CACREP accredited school or a Licensed Independent Clinical Social Worker. A clinical mental
health/social work master student in their second semester of their internship who is under the
supervision of a Licensed Professional Clinical Counselor or Licensed Independent Clinical
Social Worker could also run this group.
Group Format:
The Children’s of Divorce Group will consist of ten one-hour sessions at a community
agency setting. Sessions will start will an ice breaker to help build rapport between the group
leader and group members. The ice breakers will also help introduce the group members to each
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other, which will lead to an increase in cohesion and trust in the group. The first session will be
spent on introductions of the members and the purpose of the group. The group will also discuss
the groups' perceptions of divorce. The second session will discuss the common misconceptions
that the group members have about divorce to help promote an understanding of divorce-related
concepts and create a better understanding of what divorce does and does not do. The third
through the fifth session will be used to discuss the emotions surrounding divorce. The group
will learn the identification and expression of divorce-related feelings along with how to
communicate their emotions effectively. The sixth session will discuss emotion regulation and be
used to teach coping skills. The seventh session will discuss how the group member’s families
have changed and the eighth session will help them understand what is in their control and what
is not during the divorce process. Session nine will focus on the negative thoughts surrounding
the divorce and ways to change this thinking. It will also focus on self-esteem. The last session
will be used to discuss what they have taken from this group and how they can use what they
learned.
Group Membership:
This group will consist of 5 to 6 children and is best served those who are ages eight to ten
whose parents have separated or divorced. Due to the age chosen for this group, a size of 5 to 6 is
appropriate as it can be difficult to keep the attention of children this young and make sure
members of the group are being safe (Reid & Kolvin, 1993). Groups that a geared more towards
adolescents are encouraged to have a group size of 6-9 to allow for dropouts and this age group
tend to see smaller groups like 4 or five as too intimate (Reid & Kolvin, 1993). Group members
will be determined based on parent referral and an intake interview will be used to help
determine if the child is struggling to adjust to their parents’ divorce to the point where it is
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affecting their social or educational functioning. Those that are in active psychosis and have
reports of hearing things or seeing things that are not there would not be admitted to the program
and a referral will be provided for a more intense quality of counseling. Those with a history of
aggressive behavior that has led to harm to others will also be excluded from this group and be
referred for a more intense quality of counseling. Children with a history of aggressive behavior
that have taken an anger management class or currently working on ways to control their anger
in therapy would be allowed to join. This informed consent must be signed for children to
participate.
Group Goals:
The goals of this group are to provide children a safe place to feel their grief and feelings
surrounding their parent’s divorce or separation and learn how to adjust to the new family unit
through psych-education and peer support. By the end of this group, participants should be able
to express their feelings towards their parent’s separation clearly, discuss where these feelings
might be coming from, discuss their changing family, and have tools to cope with their strong
emotions related to their parent’s divorce.
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Weekly Overview
Week One
Content Covered and Goals:
The first week will be used as an introduction session. We will go over the group’s goals,
our expectations, and we will review the informed consent form. We will also have a
conversation about what privileged communication will look like in a group and the breaks in
confidentiality. Group confidential communication will look different as it is not a conversation
between the client and a counselor but a conversation with nine other clients. It will be stressed
that members must keep confidentiality, but the group leaders cannot promise complete
confidentiality. They will also discuss what divorce is, their conception of divorce, and how it
has changed their family.
Activities for the Week:
1. The first activity will be an ice breaker. We will go around and introduce ourselves with
our names and a fun fact.
2. The next activity will be going over the group overview page in this manual and talking
about informed consent and privileged communication. Group members and group
leaders must be all on the same page, and that breaks in confidentiality are understood.
3. For the next activity, the group will discuss what divorce is, their conception of divorce,
and how it has changed their family. This help teach children to recognize their
misconceptions of divorce which will aid in reducing the youth's stress of divorce
(LeCroy, 2008).
4. Activity four will be another ice breaker to end the group on a high note. We will play a
game of letter association. To play, the group leaders will start by saying a letter and
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having the other group leader say the first word that comes to mind. The group will then
go around in a circle until everyone has had a turn.
5. The last activity will be to fill out the evaluation under the evaluation of group section in
the manual.
Week Two
Content Covered and Goals:
This week’s goal is to discuss the common misconceptions that the group members have
about divorce. This session will also be used to help promote an understanding of divorce-related
concepts and create a better understanding of what divorce does and does not do. This will
include working on concepts like parents choosing not to live together anymore, that children did
not cause the divorce, and that is it is a “grown-up” problem that is scary for everyone (LeCroy,
2008).
Activities for the Week:
1. The group will do a quick ice breaker activity and go around to say their name and
favorite color.
2. The group will first discuss if there are any questions about the group overview provided
last session and the expectations of the group.
3. The group will spend 10-15 minutes discussing what they feel happens during a divorce.
This intervention would allow children to explore their emotions towards their parent's
divorce in a safe manner and help children better recognize these emotions (Hirschfeld &
Wittenborn, 2016).
a. After the discussion of what the group feels will happen during a divorce, the
facilitator will discuss what will change like parents not living together and
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having to spilt personal belongings between two homes. This will aid in aid in
reducing the youth's stress of divorce (LeCroy, 2008).
b. The group will then spend time discussing what will not change in a divorce like
their parent’s love for them. This will aid in helping the members challenge their
conception of what will change in a divorce which is crucial in increase their
knowledge of what will happen in a divorce (LeCroy, 2008).
4. The provider will read When Mom and Dad Separate: Children Can Learn to Cope with
Grief from Divorce by Marge Heegaard and discuss the book.
5. The group will end will a five-minute meditation.
Week Three
Content Covered and Goals:
This week’s goal will be to help facilitate the identification and expression of divorcerelated feelings. Understanding the feelings that come as a result of the divorce will allow the
group members to better label and understand what they are feeling and how to appropriately
express their feelings.
Activities for the Week:
1. The session will start off by talking for five minutes to interview a peer in order to get to
learn more about others in the group.
2. The group will read A Little Spot of Feelings by Diane Alber and discuss the common
feelings they feel when they think about their parent’s divorce like sadness, anger, and
confusion.
3. The group will discuss the Emotion Thermometer in the appendix and what happens to
move them up and down the thermometer. This allows children to help explore their
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emotions towards their parent's divorce and help children better recognize these emotions
(Hirschfeld & Wittenborn, 2016).
4. The group will play the game Catch a Feeling.
a. To play the game, the group member will write down six emotions on a piece of
paper and crumble it into a ball. Once the ball has been made, they will throw the
ball like the emotion on the piece of paper, i.e., if they wrote down sad, they
would throw the paper slowly. The group would then discuss how they felt while
throwing the paper like different emotions.
b. This allows children to better recognize these emotions which can help them
increase their ability to regulate their emotions (Hirschfeld & Wittenborn, 2016).
5. The last five minutes of the group will be spent going around and sharing one thing group
members do that makes them feel happy and one that makes them angry.
Week Four
Content Covered and Goals:
This week’s goal will be to continue to help facilitate the identification and expression of
divorce-related feelings. This week will focus on recognizing the nonverbal expression of
emotion like facial expressions and practicing different emotions.
Activities for the Week:
1. The first activity will be an ice breaker, used to form more bonds within the group. We
will go around the group and share one word to describe the color that describes their
mood for that day.
2. The second activity will be to play the game Stop and Show Me for 20 minutes.
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a. To play, the group leader will spend ten minutes discussing emotions and
showing them how the emotion might look on their body. The leader will then
play music and say, “Stop and show me…” choosing an emotion. The group
members will then stop and show the emotion.
b. This allows children to better recognize and express these emotions which can
help them increase their ability to regulate their emotions (Hirschfeld &
Wittenborn, 2016).
3. The group will discuss how they felt during the activity for 10 minutes.
4. The group will then practice making emotion faces in hand mirrors provided by the
facilitator to aid in recognizing their feelings on their own face and discuss how they felt
making different faces.
a. This intervention will also help the group practice and explore their emotions
which can help them better regulate them (Hirschfeld & Wittenborn, 2016).
5. The facilitator and the group will discuss how emotions can feel in our body and the
group will complete the Where Do You Feel activity in the appendix.
a. This intervention will help the group explore where they feel the emotions in their
body to help them better recognize the feeling (Hirschfeld & Wittenborn, 2016).
6. The last five minutes will be used to go around and discuss one way the group members
manage their emotions.
Week Five
Content Covered and Goals:
The fifth week will focus on communication. The group will spend a majority of the time
discussing how to communicate their feelings as emotion regulation is also something that can be
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hindered during the process of divorce, which can lead to behavioral outbursts. The group will
also discuss communication within the family.
Activities for the Week:
1. The first activity will be an ice breaker, used to form more bonds within the group. We
will go around the group and share one word to describe their mood for that day.
2. Five minutes will be spent discussing the previous session and any questions.
3. The third activity will be to go around as a group and discuss what happens when we are
not able to express how we feel and how it makes the group feel when they are unable to
express their emotions.
4. The group will discuss the “I” statement worksheet in the appendix to learn how to
effectively communicate their feelings.
5. The group will be split into groups again, and they will spend five minutes using “I”
statements with each other.
6. The group will discuss the Active Listening worksheet in the appendix to help them learn
how to listen to how a person is feeling and to help recognize how emotions might look
on others.
7. The group will spend the last five minutes in the group again to practice active listening.
Week Six
Content Covered and Goals:
Week six will focus on teaching the groups different ways they can regulate their
emotions. Different coping skills will be discussed to add to the groups’ coping toolbox.
Activities for the Week:
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1. The first activity will be an ice breaker where the group will go around and name one
thing that makes them feel better.
2. The facilitator will discuss the importance of being able to recognize emotions and calm
down our emotions. The provider will refer back to the groups' conversation about how
the members felt when they were not able to understand or control their emotions.
a. A child's emotional regulation ability is directly connected to their sense of
security within the family, so when there are discorded co-parent relationships, a
child's emotional security is threatened, causing an increase in poor emotion
regulation (DeAnda et al., 2020). If a child cannot regulate their emotions, they
can have trouble naming and expressing their emotions which can lead to violent
outbursts towards others.
3. The provider will introduce the acronym HALT and have the group practice asking
themselves the HALT questions.
a. HALT stands for H-Hungry A - Angry? L - Lonely? T - Tired? E - Embarrassed?
D - Disappointed? (Lara, 2011)
b. There is HALT-OS which adds O - Overwhelmed? S - Scared? (Lara, 2011)
4. The group will discuss the Wise Mind handout in the appendix to discuss where emotions
come from.
5. The facilitator will discuss and have the group practice the Hot Chocolate Breathing
activity in the appendix.
6. The group will practice the progressive muscle relaxation script in the appendix.
7. The facilitator will discuss and have the group the mindfulness for children exercises in
the appendix.
8. The group will discuss who in their life they could talk to about their feelings.
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Week Seven
Content Covered and Goals:
The seventh week will focus on how the group member’s families have changed the
challenges that can occur while they navigate the changing family. The group will also discuss
what their peers have done to adjust to the new family structure.
Activities for the Week:
1. The first activity will be an ice breaker activity, and the group will take turns discussing
their superhero power.
2. The facilitator will read The Family Book by Todd Parr to discuss the different types of
families.
3. The third activity will be to complete the My Changing Family Worksheet in the
appendix.
a. The group will spend about 10-15 minutes filling it out.
4. The fourth activity will be to have the group go around and share their answers.
a. The group should spend ten minutes sharing.
5. The facilitator will then read Why Do Families Change? Our First Talk About Separation
and Divorce by Dr. Jillian Roberts and have the group discuss the book.
Week Eight
Content Covered and Goals:
The eighth week will focus on what is in our control and what is not in our control.
Children that are able to distinguish what is in their control versus what is out of their control
with some divorce-related situations like wanting their family back or wanting their parents to
get back together are able to feel less self-blame, confusion, and anger (LeCroy, 2008).
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Activities for the Week:
1. The first activity will be an ice breaker activity and they will play Red Light Green Light
for five minutes.
2. The facilitator will go over the I CAN CONTROL wheel in the appendix.
a. The group will spend about 20 minutes discussing what is in their control versus
what is not.
3. The group will then work on a visual representation of what they can and cannot control
by tracing their hand and putting what they can control in their hand and what they
cannot outside of the hand.
a. The group will spend 10 minutes on this.
4. The group will discuss what they can and cannot control in their parents' divorce.
5. The facilitator will discuss how our emotions and acting out at our parents can be caused
by our need to have control of something in a situation where there is little control.
6. The facilitator will have the group spend five minutes listing things they can control at
the moment.
7. The group will discuss what coping technique from session six they could use to help
calm themselves down if they are in a situation they cannot control that is stressful and
practice one for five minutes.
8. The group will start to talk about termination.
Week Nine
Content Covered and Goals:
The ninth week will focus on the negative thoughts the group might be experiencing in
regard to their parents' divorce. This week will also focus on increasing the group member’s self-
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esteem as this is a good way to increase resilience which is a protective factor against the effects
of divorce (Schaan & Vögele, 2016).
Activities for the Week:
1. The first activity will be an ice breaker activity and the group will go around and say one
nice thing about themselves.
2. The second activity will be to discuss what negative thoughts are and what negative
thoughts might come with their parents' divorce.
3. The group will then play a game of Short the Thought.
a. To play this game, the facilitator will write down positive and negative thoughts
and have groups of two or three sort the thoughts. The groups will sort the
thoughts by what they believe is a negative or positive thought.
4. The facilitator will discuss the CBT triangle worksheet in the appendix and how the
group's feelings about their parents' divorce could be affecting their behaviors.
5. The group members will complete the Self-Esteem Check Up in the appendix.
6. The group members will complete the positive thought bubble activity in the appendix.
7. The group will spend the last ten minutes discussing termination.
Week Ten
Content Covered and Goals:
The tenth session will be a wrap-up session, and the group will discuss what they have
taken from this group and how they can use what they learned outside of this group. They will
also discuss the new coping skills they learned and complete a self-esteem activity.
Activities for the Week:
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1) The first activity will be an ice breaker, and the group will share one thing they took from
the group.
2) The second activity will be the mirror self-esteem activity in the appendix.
3) The group will spend 20 minutes creating a Coping Skills Tool-Kit from a shoebox that is
from home.
a) This will include the handouts from the appendix.
b) The group members will create one coping activity
c) The group members will put together a glitter jar with the supplies being
provided.
4) The fourth activity will be spending 15 minutes discussing what the group learned from
the group and how they could use that information in real life.
5) The last activity will be to fill out the evaluation under the evaluation of group section in
the manual.
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Evaluation of Group
I feel sad

Almost Daily

Often

Sometimes

Hardly Ever

I feel angry

Almost Daily

Often

Sometimes

Hardly Ever

I know how to
Almost Daily
recognize my emotions

Often

Sometimes

Hardly Ever

I know how to cope
with my emotions

Almost Daily

Often

Sometimes

Hardly Ever

It is ok to sad and/or
mad

Almost Daily

Often

Sometimes

Hardly Ever

I know people I can
talk to when I feel sad
and/or mad

Almost Daily

Often

Sometimes

Hardly Ever

The Likert scale above will be used to evaluate the effectiveness of this group. By the end
of this group, participants should be able to express their feelings towards their parent’s
separation clearly, discuss where these feelings might be coming from, discuss their changing
family, and have tools to cope with their strong emotions related to their parent’s divorce. To
determine if the group purpose was met, the facilitator should see a change in the group
member’s answers to the question in the evaluation that is closer to hardly ever on the Likert
scale.
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Appendix
Professional Disclosure and Informed Consent
Professional Disclosure:
Hello! We are so excited about the interest in our group on children of divorce. Before
we discuss the group, we would like to discuss the qualification of the counselor running this
group. Our clinical mental health intern will be leading this group. She is currently obtaining her
Master’s of Science in Counseling and is specializing in Clinical Mental Health Counseling and
will graduate in May of 2022. She has received training in Mental Health First Aid and CBITS.
Therapeutic Approach:
The provider has developed a more Cognitive Behavior Approach during her training as a
counselor. This approach focuses on a person’s beliefs and inner self-talk and how they can
affect our behaviors. She will also utilize Person-Centered Therapy, Emotion-Focused Therapy,
and Narrative Therapy in this group.
Guidelines for Participation:
Participation is vital to receive any help from this group. The group leader expects
participation in the ice breaker and any activity present in sessions. Participation is encouraged
during group discussions.
Fees:
There is a $250-dollar fee required at the first session for this group. It is the
responsibility of parents to contact their insurance for coverage of this fee.
Absences:
The group leader understands that absences are sometimes unavoidable; however,
notification that a member will not be attending the group is appreciated. It is essential to be
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present to receive the full benefit of this group, so it is asked to keep absences to a maximum of
two.
Breaks in Confidentiality:
The information shared in the group will be held as confidential as required by the Health
Insurance Portability and Accountability Act (HIPPA). Due to the nature of groups having more
than one person, confidentiality cannot be guaranteed, and it is the responsibility of all the group
members to uphold confidentiality outside of the group. There are certain cases where the
counselor would have to break confidentiality and contact your parents or legal guardians and
report it to the police. These would be:
*If you discuss wanting to seriously hurt or kill yourself and the group leader feel like you are
serious about these claims
*You talk of wanting to seriously harm or kill someone else, and the group leader believes you
are a threat to their safety
*When required by law to provide your records
*Written consent to disclose certain information
If you agree to the terms and conditions listed above for this group, please sign below. Please
feel free to contact us if you have any questions!
______________________________
______________________________
Parent/Guardian Signature:

Date:

______________________________
______________________________
Child’s Signature:

Date:
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______________________________
______________________________
Group Leader’s Signature:

Date:
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Resource Retrieved from https://www.pinterest.com/pin/391391023861824066/
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Resource Retrieved from https://www.therapistaid.com/therapy-worksheet/where-do-i-feel
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Resource Retrieved from https://www.therapistaid.com/therapy-worksheet/i-statements
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Resource Retrieved from https://www.therapistaid.com/therapy-worksheet/active-listening
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Resource Retrieved from https://www.therapistaid.com/therapy-worksheet/wise-mind
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Resource Retrieved from https://ovio.co.nz/kids_online_courses/hot-chocolate-breath/img-b17hot-chocolate-breath/
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Received Resource from https://www.therapistaid.com/therapy-worksheet/progressive-muscle
relaxation-script
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Received Resource from https://www.therapistaid.com/therapy-worksheet/progressive-muscle
relaxation-script
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Resource Retrieved from https://www.therapistaid.com/therapy-worksheet/mindfulness-forchildren
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Resource Retrieved from https://www.therapistaid.com/therapy-worksheet/mindfulness-forchildren
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Resource Retrieved from https://www.therapistaid.com/therapy-worksheet/divorce-sentencecompletion
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Resource Retrieved from https://thecounselingteacher.com/
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Resource Retrieved from https://www.therapistaid.com/therapy-worksheet/cbt-for-kids
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Resource Retrieved from http://rpmdaily.net/blog/self-esteem-in-children-and-in-adults
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Resource Retrieved from https://www.mylemarks.com/store/p76/Positive_Self-Thoughts.html
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Resource Retrieved from https://www.mylemarks.com/store/p275/Mirror_Me_%5BF%5D.html
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